Routledge 


Taylor & Francis Group 


3903 1LNOU 


International Critical Thought 





ISSN: (Print) (Online) Journal homepage: https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/rict20 





Engels’s Thought of the Self-Emancipation of the 
Working Class and Its Contemporary Value 


Enfu Cheng & Xiaofeng Lv 


To cite this article: Enfu Cheng & Xiaofeng Lv (2020): Engels’s Thought of the Self-Emancipation 
of the Working Class and Its Contemporary Value, International Critical Thought, DOI: 
10.1080/21598282.2020.1834698 


To link to this article: https://doi.org/10.1080/21598282.2020.1834698 








fe Published online: 08 Nov 2020. 
9 

Ej Submit your article to this journal G 
N 

Q View related articles 4 


® View Crossmark data @ 


CrossMark 


Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at 
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journallnformation?journalCode=rict20 


Routledge 


Taylor & Francis Group 


INTERNATIONAL CRITICAL THOUGHT 
https://doi.org/10.1080/21598282.2020.1834698 


3904 1LN0" 





| ® Check for updates | 





Engels’s Thought of the Self-Emancipation of the Working 
Class and Its Contemporary Value 
Enfu Cheng? and Xiaofeng Lv” 


“Research Center of Economic and Social Development, Chinese Academy of Social Sciences, Beijing, China; 
Department of Marxist Studies, University of Chinese Academy of Social Sciences, Beijing, China 


ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY 
Engels, departing from responding to the real problems of the time Received 20 May 2020 
and adopting the research methods of field investigation, collecting Revised 27 July 2020 


official and non-official data and synthesizing theories from various Accepted 11 August 2020 


disciplines, found the scientific path for exploring the important 
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issues such as where the working class is heading for, where the Engels’s thought; self- 
mankind is heading for, and so on; advanced his thought of the emancipation of the working 
self-emancipation of the working class; and established his class; the political party of 
theories on the objective reality which constituted an important the working class; Marxist 
part of Marxism. Engels pointed out that the issue of the theory 

emancipation of the working class was originated from the field 

of material production. The key to the solution of the issue was 

to understand the real production practice activities of the 

working class, and the fundamental way out for the working class 

lay in the realization of its self-emancipation. The condition of the 

working class in the contemporary era has been improved which 

is an achievement of its struggle. However, its historical subject 

status has not been changed and the working class is still the real 

transformative power for realizing socialism. Comprehensive 

understanding of Engels’s thought of the self-emancipation of 

the working class is of contemporary theoretical value and 

practical significance. 


In the 1830s and 1840s, overwhelmed by both the high economic and political pressures, 
the working class in Britain, France, Germany and other major capitalist countries 
opened its struggle against the capitalist class to the public, and there emerged the inde- 
pendent labor movement which involved the question of how to realize the emancipation 
of the working class. Engels was concerned about the real problems of society at the time, 
and continuously explored the scientific theories and practical path for the emancipation 
of the working class. Beginning from 1839, Engels expounded the social position and his- 
torical mission of the working class at different levels of detail and stressed the important 
idea that the working class could only rely on itself to fight for its emancipation succes- 
sively in a series of works, including “Letters from Wuppertal” (Engels [1839] 2010), 
“The Internal Crises” (Engels [1842] 2010a), “The Position of the Political Parties” 
(Engels [1842] 2010b), “The Condition of the Working Class in England” (Engels 
[1842] 2010c), “The Condition of England. I. The Eighteenth Century” (Engels 


CONTACT Xiaofeng Lv Q 1215960413@qq.com 
© 2020 Chinese Academy of Social Sciences 


2 (ws) E.CHENG AND X. LV 


[1844] 2010a), “The Condition of the Working-Class in England. From Personal Obser- 
vation and Authentic Sources” (Engels [1844-1845] 2010), “Principles of Communism” 
(Engels [1847] 2010), “The Prussian Military Question and the German Workers’ 
Party” (Engels [1865] 2010), “The Ten Hours’ Question” (Engels [1850] 2010), as 
well as “The German Ideology” (Marx and Engels [1845-1846] 2010) and “Manifesto 
of the Communist Party” (Marx and Engels [1848] 2010) which he co-authored with 
Marx. Just as Lenin said, 


before Engels, many people had described the sufferings of the proletariat and had pointed 
to the necessity of helping it. Engels was the first to say that the proletariat is not only a 
suffering class; that it is, in fact, the disgraceful economic condition of the proletariat that 
drives it irresistibly forward and compels it to fight for its ultimate emancipation. (Lenin 
[1896] 1972, 22) 


In contemporary capitalist countries, due to the improvement of the living conditions 
of the working class, the argument that the historical subject status of the working class is 
in crisis becomes prevalent, and some scholars deny the subject status and historical mis- 
sion of the working class, advocating their propositions that “Marxism is wrong” or 
“Marxism is obsolete.” Therefore, it is particularly important to illustrate Engels’s 
thought of the self-emancipation of the working class and its contemporary value 
(apart from its value in socialist countries) and to refute wrong viewpoints. 


1. Research Methods Used by Engels to Explore the Emancipation of the 
Working Class 


The scientificity of research methods is the key point for Engels to realize the theoretical 
breakthroughs. Through investigating and collecting official and non-official documen- 
tary materials and synthesizing theories from various disciplines, Engels established his 
research on the emancipation of the working class on the basis of objective reality. 


1.1. Conducting Field Investigation of the Condition of the Working Class 


In his investigation Engels recognized the real condition of the working class in capitalist 
countries, ridding himself of the theoretical predicament faced by bourgeois scholars of 
subjectively understanding and distorting social and historical development, and “field 
investigation constituted an important cause for his participation in creating Marxism” 
(Shu 2009, 83). In 1839, Engels was already consciously contacting German workers in 
Wuppertal, observed the living condition of the workers who were suffering from severe 
poverty, criticized the hypocrisy of the doctrine of religious piety which attempted to 
cover up this phenomenon, and reflected on the baneful influence of modern industry 
on workers. In November 1842, Engels went to Manchester, the famous industrial city 
in England, and interned in his father’s factory, and was, therefore, able to have a direct 
contact with typical English working class. During his stay in England, he gave up all 
bourgeois social events and spent almost all his leisure time communicating with 
workers. After 21 months of field investigation and personal observation of the working 
class, he obtained a wealth of first-hand data, which became the materials for him to carry 
out theoretical research. Engels further pointed out that not all personal observation and 
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field investigation would lead to objective conclusions, for if such investigation of the 
condition of the working class were arranged through owners of big manufacturers 
such as Robert Hyde Greg, they would lead you to a well-equipped and airy building, 
where workers looked healthy, and you would mistakenly believe that the workers 
were well-paid and comfortable, and “you begin to be converted from your exaggerated 
ideas of misery and starvation” (Engels [1844-1845] 2010, 477), and thus reached a con- 
clusion which was deviated from the major objective facts. Therefore, it is very important 
to acquire true information in the field investigation. 


1.2. Collecting Official and Non-official Data Which Were Complementary to 
Each Other 


Because official and non-official data about the working class can both verify the 
materials obtained through field investigation and make up for their limitations in 
time and space, they can reveal the real condition of the working class to a great extent 
and constitute the basic conditions for studying the issue of the emancipation of the 
working class. Engels pointed out that “only in England has the necessary material 
been so completely collected and put on record by official enquiries as is essential 
for any in the least exhaustive presentation of the subject” (Engels [1844-1845] 2010, 
302). Before Engels collected and collated these English official reports, the capitalist 
class was reluctant to talk much about the real condition of the working class, and volu- 
minous reports were dust-laden as waste paper on the shelves of the Home Office. 
Engels exploited their value, quoted a great many of the official reports on the sanitary 
condition of the working class, employment of children, work in factories, statistics of 
crimes, and so on. He compared the relevant materials in the official reports and non- 
official reports and selected the most reliable information as the materials for argument, 
which guaranteed the objective authenticity of his research. Engels also attached great 
importance to collecting non-official data about the working class, including that from 
newspapers, journals, survey reports, interview materials, and so on, for such data 
involved many problems which were not the concern of the authority, but which 
could be enlightening for research. In “The Condition of the Working-Class in England: 
From Personal Observation and Authentic Sources,” Engels quoted 13 newspapers in 
total, among which the Manchester Guardian was the most frequently quoted, for as 
many as 24 times (Shu 2009, 86); he looked for arguments in journals like Statistical 
Journal, the Revue des deux Mondes, the Edinburgh Medical and Surgical Journal, 
and so on; he laid stress on quoting the interview materials of doctors and other pro- 
fessionals to corroborate the accuracy of non-official data. It should be particularly 
pointed out that in quoting the above-mentioned literature, Engels paid attention to 
introducing the background and position of the authors, and presented these quoted 
materials in his works after confirming their accuracy on the basis of his personal 
observation of the real situation. 


1.3. Synthesizing Theories from Various Disciplines to Carry Out Research 


Engels broke through the narrow horizon in the nineteenth century of specialization of 
disciplines, and synthesized theories from various disciplines including philosophy, 
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political economy, utopian socialism, and so on, to study the issue of the emancipation of 
the working class. In his early years, Engels devoted himself to the Young Hegelians 
movement. However, as the Young Hegelians increasingly deviated from the reality 
and indulged in pure criticism, while Engels was more concerned with the political 
struggle in reality, he gradually separated himself from the Young Hegelians and 
moved towards materialism. Study of philosophy promoted Engels to think about the 
contradictions between material interests and philosophical principles, and after con- 
ducting the field research of the English society and studying the history of the English 
industrial revolution, he approached historical materialism which provided the meth- 
odological direction for approaching the issue of the emancipation of the working 
class. For the purpose of further eliminating the confusion in his thought, Engels 
began to study the English political economy, reading the works of Smith, Malthus, 
Ricardo, Say and other scholars, and generated in his research the tendency of criticizing 
the capitalist reality in a scientific manner. “Outlines of a Critique of Political Economy,” 
the first economic work published by the founders of Marxism, shows that Engels, after 
independent exploration, reached a level of thinking close to Marx, and promoted Marx’s 
study of economics.’ Taking the stance of the working class, Engels took the transformed 
political economy as the theoretical weapon to analyze the system of capitalism. In the 
meantime, Engels paid attention to the theoretical fruits of the English and French uto- 
pian socialists, investigated various thoughts in social practice, with their contributions 
affirmed and drawbacks analyzed, and further reflected on the practical way to realize 
socialism. For example, he praised the practical plan put forward by Owen on social 
transformation, but pointed out that Owen “proceeds therefore with great consideration 
toward the bourgeoisie and great injustice toward the proletariat in its methods” (Engels 
[1844-1845] 2010, 525). He affirmed the reflections of Saint-Simon and Fourier on capi- 
talist society, but criticized that “Saint-Simon and Fourier did not touch politics at all, 
and their schemes, therefore, became not the common property of the nation, but 
only subjects of private discussion” (Engels [1843] 2010, 396). Engels established his 
theoretical research on the basis of material life and mode of production, borrowed 
from the fruits of research in various disciplines, so that his theories became reality- 
oriented and accepted by the working class. 


2. Principal Meaning and Internal Logic of Engels’s Thought of the Self- 
Emancipation of the Working Class 


In the nineteenth century, bourgeois scholars generally denied the necessity of providing 
relief to the workers, and they argued that people lived in poverty because they were lazy, 
became rich due to their diligence, and that increasing workers’ wage would encourage 
laziness, reduce industrial output and increase the government's expenditure on social 
relief, thus justifying the capitalist system. Engels recognized the objective social reality 
by means of field investigation, explored the laws of the historical development of the 
society, and reached the conclusion of historical materialism from “another road.”” He 
surpassed his personal class status, criticized the bourgeois scholars for distorting 
facts, and put forward the propositions together with Marx on the self-emancipation 
of the working class that “the proletariat can and must emancipate itself” (Marx and 
Engels [1844] 2010, 37), and “the emancipation of the working class must be the act 
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of the working class itself” (Engels [1888] 2010, 517). This section centers around the 
principal meaning and internal logic of Engels’s thought. It elaborates specifically that 
the issue of the emancipation of the working class is originated from the field of material 
production, the key to the solution of the issue is to understand the real production 
activities of the working class, and the fundamental way out for the working class lies 
in the realization of its self-emancipation. 


2.1. The Issue of the Emancipation of the Working Class Is Originated from the 
Field of Material Production 


When Engels arrived in England, he paid close attention to the problem of the repeal of 
corn duty and the Corn Laws which was intensely debated at that time. By analyzing the 
different stances of various political parties in England, he recognized the conflict of 
material interests between various classes, and that “the economic facts which have so 
far played no role or only a contemptible one in historiography are, at least in the modern 
world, a decisive historical force” (Engels [1885] 2010, 317). 

To have an in-depth understanding of the material production in real society, Engels 
investigated the history of the English industrial revolution, thus reached a new height of 
cognition of the history, and gradually refuted the view that spirit determined the devel- 
opment of history. He pointed out that the history of the working class in England 
“begins ... with the invention of the steam-engine and of machinery for working cotton” 
(Engels [1844-1845] 2010, 307). In the process of the handicraft workshops’ developing 
into modern mechanical industry, machine labor defeated manual labor and factory sys- 
tem was established, the industrial capital took the dominant position, wage labor 
increasingly replaced other forms of labor, capital was separated from labor, the opposi- 
tion between capitalists and workers became unprecedentedly severe, and small handi- 
craftsman joined the workers after their bankruptcy as a result of competition, thus 
the modern working class emerged. 

The industrial revolution led to the rapid development of productive forces in capital- 
ist society and an enormous increase in material wealth. However, the working class did 
not get rich as a result, but rather fell into miserable conditions. There was an urgent need 
to answer the question of where the working class was heading for. Engels explicitly 
pointed out, 


The emancipation of the working class can be the work only of the working class itself. It is 
self-evident that the working class cannot leave its emancipation either to the capitalists and 
big landowners, its opponents and exploiters, or to the petty bourgeois and small peasants, 
who, being stifled by competition on the part of the big exploiters, have no choice but to join 
either their ranks or those of the workers. (Engels [1891] 2010, 232) 


Since 1825, economic crisis in capitalist society broke out in a cyclical manner, and the 
antagonism between the capital and labor became more severe. Engels asked in “The 
Internal Crises”: “Is a revolution in England possible or even probable?” (Engels 
[1842] 2010a, 370). Fear for starvation forced the workers to participate in revolution, 
and workers’ interests were the motivation for their revolution. Given that “subordina- 
tion of labor to capital is rooted in the private ownership of capital” (Dong and Zhang 
2013, 124), the revolution underway was not only a political revolution, it was all the 
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more a social revolution which would change the economic system. In “Outlines of a Cri- 
tique of Political Economy,” Engels systematically employed historical materialism, 
grasped the key point of capitalist ownership, demonstrated that private ownership of 
capitalism was a necessary stage in the social development of mankind, criticized private 
ownership of capitalism as the source of the misery of the working class, pointed out the 
necessity to eliminate private ownership, and drew the conclusion that the issue of the 
emancipation of the working class has its origin in the field of material production. 


2.2. The Key to Realizing the Emancipation of the Working Class Is to 
Understand the Real Production Activities of the Working Class 


Since the issue of the emancipation of the working class is originated from the field of 
material production, it is necessary to understand the real production activities of the 
working class. To that end, Engels conducted a comprehensive investigation of the 
real condition of the working class in England. He found out that workers’ labor in 
the factory was compulsory with an excessively high labor intensity. Male and female 
adults worked continuously 16 h or even more every day, and children labored at least 
12 h, and, except for illness, they could not stop working. After the workers spent a 
few hours producing the value equivalent to their wages, the surplus value produced 
by their surplus labor was seized by the capitalists. But the wages of the workers had 
never been guaranteed, and the workers were subject to “consequence of fluctuations 
in trade, want of work, and the scanty wages in time of crisis” (Engels [1844-1845] 
2010, 400). Besides, by means of penalty and truck system, the workers’ wage, which 
was all they had, flowed back to the capitalists. The workers were in extreme poverty, 
their living conditions appallingly bad, their dwelling dirty and crowded, their clothes 
torn and tattered, their food inferior and adulterated, and many diseases were rampant 
among the workers which inevitably led to premature death; in terms of their mind, the 
capitalists were afraid to have the workers educated, schools open to them were scarce, 
and educational resources were scanty. The capitalists disregarded the misery that the 
workers were suffering, and they measured all the relationships of life by money, and 
believed that “what brings no money is nonsense” (563). Engels stated, 


This rage, this passion, is rather the proof that the workers feel the inhumanity of their pos- 
ition, that they refuse to be degraded to the level of brutes, and that they will one day free 
themselves from servitude to the bourgeoisie. (Engels [1844-1845] 2010, 414) 


This would necessarily lead to the conflicts between the working class and the capitalist 
class, which would gradually develop into class struggle. 

In the early stage of the industrial revolution, workers adopted the methods of struggle 
of violent destruction of machines and burning of factory buildings, and the capitalists 
eventually cracked down on the workers with all their powers and resume the normal 
operation of the machines. In 1812, a general strike of textile workers broke out in Glas- 
gow, Scotland, and a unified working class was seen to carry out economic struggle. In 
1824, the workers won the right of association, and trade unions developed rapidly, 
which organized strikes for pay increase and shorter working hours. These strikes 
inspired the consciousness for revolution among the working class, but were not able 
to change economic system and political rule, and consequently ended up with failures 
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in most cases. Afterwards, Chartism united the whole working class in England, and 
demanded reshuffling the House of Commons and amending the laws, thus carrying 
out political struggles. Industrial revolution promoted the development and change of 
international trade and tariff, and Engels, “starting principally from the stance of the pro- 
letariats, illustrated the impacts tariff policies had on the interests of various classes by 
studying the tariff policies and their changes in the European countries” (Wu and Wu 
2020, 150). Based on understanding the real production activities of the working class, 
Engels investigated the theories for the struggle of the working class, which promoted 
the development of the workers’ movement. 


2.3. The Fundamental Way Out for the Working Class Lies in the Realization of 
Its Self-Emancipation 


Departing from protecting their own rule, the capitalist class and feudal aristocracy 
regarded the working class as the “great unwashed” (Engels [1892] 2010a, 285). While 
some utopian socialists tried to persuade the capitalists to improve the condition of 
the working class who were in misery, their attempt did not touch the transformation 
of the capitalist system at all. The issue of the emancipation of the working class is ori- 
ginated from the field of material production, therefore a blueprint of socialism without 
changing the ownership of means of production cannot provide theoretical guidance for 
the working class to realize its emancipation. The working class can only realize its self- 
emancipation by changing the capitalist system through revolutionary struggle. 

Then, does the working class have the power for self-emancipation? Engels answered 
in the affirmative. For Engels, “[t]o accomplish this act of universal emancipation is the 
historical mission of the modern proletariat” (Engels [1880] 2010, 325). He stressed that 
the working class possessed the power for its self-emancipation, and that 


only the workers... are really respectable. . . . It is from them that England’s salvation will 
come, they still comprise flexible material . . . they still have the strength for a great national 
deed—they still have a future. (Engels [1844] 2010b, 445-446) 


This is because large-scale mechanized industry concentrated workers in big cities, where 
their working and living conditions led to the formation of collective consciousness. They 
already recognized that “though feeble as individuals, they form a power united” (Engels 
[1844-1845] 2010, 418). The acuter the conflicts of interests between the working class 
and the capitalists, the more developed the class consciousness of the workers. Therefore, 
Engels surpassed the idealist view of history which explained the historical development 
of society based on actions of some heroic figures, and acknowledged the subject status of 
the working class in the historical development of the capitalist society. In his “The Con- 
dition of England. I. The Eighteenth Century,” Engels took alienation as the core cat- 
egory, divided for the first time the historical stages of human society and analyzed 
the class relations from slavery to serfdom and then to the capitalist system. He suggested 
that “as long as private property... exists, interest must necessarily be the interest of the 
individual and its domination will be the domination of property” (Engels [1844] 2010a, 
476), and this is a necessary stage for mankind before achieving free association. When 
“The supremacy of money as the culmination of the process of alienation is an inevitable 
stage which has to be passed through, if man is to return to himself, as he is now on the 
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verge of doing” (Engels [1844] 2010a, 476). He gradually recognized that the law of the 
historical development of the society was an objective existence, the basic contradiction 
in a society was realized by means of class struggle, the working class representing the 
new relations of production would ultimately win in the class struggle, and socialism 
was the goal of the struggle of the working class. 


2.4. The Way for the Working Class to Achieve Self-Emancipation 


How can the working class realize its emancipation? Engels stressed the following three 
points. First, the self-emancipation of the working class was consistent with the emanci- 
pation of the whole humanity. Engels did not talk abstractly about the emancipation of 
the working class and the whole humanity, but explicitly pointed out that “the exploited 
and oppressed class (the proletariat) can no longer emancipate itself from the class which 
exploits and oppresses it (the bourgeoisie), without at the same time forever freeing the 
whole of society from exploitation, oppression and class struggles” (Engels [1883] 2010, 
118). The working class should not ignore its antagonism with the capitalist class, “[s]o 
long as the wealthy classes not only do not feel the want of any emancipation, but strenu- 
ously oppose the self-emancipation of the working class, so long the social revolution will 
have to be prepared and fought out by the working class alone” (Engels [1892] 2010b, 
314). 

Second, the self-emancipation of the working class should be under the leadership of 
the political party of the working class. In 1843 in his article “Progress of Social Reform 
on the Continent,” Engels was the first to propose to establish a communist party to fos- 
ter the class consciousness of the working class and lead the workers’ movement (Engels 
[1843] 2010). In his later years, he was still concerned about and promoting the develop- 
ment and leading role of the political parties of the working class in various countries, 
advocating democracy within the party, criticizing wrong ideas, and preventing the 
degeneration of the party with change in its nature. 

Next, emancipation of the working class required the international coalition of the 
working class as well as that of the working class with the oppressed nations. 


Because the condition of the workers of all countries is the same, because their interests are 
the same, their enemies the same, they must also fight together, they must oppose the broth- 
erhood of the bourgeoisie of all nations with a brotherhood of the workers of all nations. 
(Marx and Engels [1847] 2010, 390) 


The victory of the proletariat over the bourgeoisie is at the same time the signal of liberation 
for all oppressed nations. (Marx and Engels [1847] 2010, 388) 


United action, of the leading civilised countries at least, is one of the first conditions for the 
emancipation of the proletariat. 


In proportion as the exploitation of one individual by another is put an end to, the exploita- 
tion of one nation by another will also be put an end to. In proportion as the antagonism 
between classes within the nation vanishes, the hostility of one nation to another will 
come to an end. (Marx and Engels [1848] 2010, 503) 


In Engels’s view, capitalists of the oppressing nations obtained profits from the whole 
world with continuous invasion of the oppressed nations. Therefore, in terms of the 
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fight against the capitalist class, the working class in the oppressing countries and that in 
the oppressed nations share the same basic interests. Engels gave the example that eman- 
cipation of the Polish people under oppression would promote the self-emancipation of 
the working class in Germany: “A nation cannot become free and at the same time con- 
tinue to oppress other nations. The liberation of Germany cannot therefore take place 
without the liberation of Poland from German oppression” (Marx and Engels [1847] 
2010, 389). 

In addition, the strategy for struggle should be flexibly employed for the self-eman- 
cipation of the working class. In “Principles of Communism,” Engels pointed out that 
the communists would prefer the peaceful means, but the capitalist class often resorted 
to violence to repress the working class, which resulted in revolution since the working 
class could only choose violence. Engels had always been of the opinion that universal 
suffrage should be utilized, however, he criticized the absolute dependency on it. 
Because when the capitalist class could not preserve its benefits, it would turn to 
“[b]reach of the constitution, dictatorship, return to absolutism” (Engels [1895] 
2010a, 523). In his letter to Richard Fischer on March 8, 1895, Engels warned that 
“you have nothing to gain by advocating complete abstention from force” (Engels 
[1895] 2010b, 457). 

It can be seen that in his later years, Engels did not abandon the violent means, and 
had always contended that legal struggle and violent struggle should be flexibly employed 
depending on the circumstances. 


3. Contemporary Value of Engels’s Thought of the Self-Emancipation of 
the Working Class 


Although the current living conditions of the working class have improved, its subject 
status in history has not changed and it is still the real transformative power for realizing 
socialism. Inheriting and developing Engels’s thought of the self-emancipation of the 
working class is enlightening in promoting the self-emancipation of the working class 
in contemporary capitalist nations. Limited by space, this article will discuss the follow- 
ing three points. 


3.1. It Is Helpful for Improving the Method of Studying the Working Class in 
Contemporary Capitalist Countries 


With economic development and the evolution of class structure in capitalist societies, a 
lot of changes have taken place in the working class in contemporary West in respects of 
quantity and composition, which is no longer the same as the working class in the nine- 
teenth century. In China, existing literature mostly focuses on the theoretical level, with 
special attention to combining theories from various disciplines such as political econ- 
omy, sociology, and so on, but lacks field investigation of the condition of the working 
class in contemporary capitalist countries. Due to the difficulty in acquiring first-hand 
materials, data are inevitably obsolete, and many research results lagged behind the cur- 
rent practice of the working class in capitalist countries. Research of Engels on the work- 
ing class of the nineteenth-century capitalist nations provides us with a model to study 
the working class in contemporary capitalist countries, and studying and employing his 
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research method is of a referential significance for analyzing the condition of the working 
class in contemporary capitalist countries and understanding contemporary capitalist 
society. 

We should learn from Engels’s field investigation of the condition of the working class 
to strengthen our empirical research of typical capitalist countries. It is exactly by means 
of field investigation that Engels surpassed other socialist theorists of his time, fully per- 
ceived the deficiency of theoretical research and workers’ movement, and put forward his 
thought of the self-emancipation of the working class. In order to understand contem- 
porary working class, we must carry out long-term investigation of the working class 
in capitalist countries in a down-to-earth way, ensure adequate time for empirical 
research, break through superficial short-term investigation, and truly penetrate into 
the bottom of society. Only in this way can we recognize their actual living condition 
and economic and political appeal, and obtain an objective evaluation and judgment 
of the research objects. In addition, among the large number of capitalist countries, we 
need to, in our empirical research, select samples of the working class from typical capi- 
talist countries, and take into account of all the regions in the world as far as possible, so 
as to ensure a sufficient number of samples to reflect the extensiveness of our research, 
the differences between the conditions of the working class and the workers’ movements 
in different regions, and thus a complete picture of the condition of the working class in 
contemporary capitalist countries. Specifically, the United States, as the most developed 
capitalist country, India as the biggest developing capitalist country, Luxemburg as the 
richest capitalist country (one of the models of the so-called democratic socialism), 
Angola as the least developed capitalist country, and so on, constitute representative 
cases for empirical research in our time. 

We should learn from Engels’s method of gathering extensively official and non- 
official materials and expand our channels for collecting first-hand documents. Expand- 
ing channels for seeking documents is the key point to advancing the research on the 
working class in contemporary capitalist countries, and we should pay attention to the 
following respects: (1) we need to collect representative books and articles on the working 
class by leftist and rightist scholars in the West, so as to comprehensively grasp the major 
literature and theories on the working class in contemporary capitalist society, and on 
that basis, employ Marxist views to test and assess various literature and theories in 
the reality of capitalist society; (2) collate and translate important documents of the 
representative Western left-wing parties and trade unions, with attention to analyzing 
their leadership and influence on the working class and labor movement; (3) gather 
official investigation data on social structure and working class in capitalist countries, 
and, with reference to non-official materials such as coverage of leftist media or presen- 
tations at leftist forums, reveal the real condition of the working class in contemporary 
capitalist countries, study and assess its ideological trend, social position and improve- 
ment in conditions. 


3.2. It Is Helpful for Clarifying the Historical Mission of Self-Emancipation of 
Contemporary Working Class 


First, the contemporary working class still possesses the subject status of historical devel- 
opment. There are people who deny in public the scientificity of Engels’s thought of the 
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self-emancipation of the working class, holding that the subject status and historical mis- 
sion of the working class do not exist. They criticize classic Marxist writers for their 
departing from “economic determinism,” taking as apriori the connection between the 
interests of the working class and realizing socialism, and subjectively endowing the 
working class with the historical subject status. For example, post-Marxists Ernesto 
Laclau and Chantal Mouffe believed that in the writings of classic Marxist writers, the 
working class’ “‘objective interests’ can be determined from the very beginning” and 
the objective interests endowed the working class with “the basis for privileging certain 
subject positions over others,” and they adhered to the view that “the hegemonization of 
a task or an ensemble of political forces belongs to the terrain of historical contingency” 
(Laclau and Mouffe 1985, 84). This view, by denying the decisive role of the economy, cut 
apart the internal logic of classic Marxist writers to solve political problems at the econ- 
omic level, and drew the conclusion that exploitation in the economic field could not 
necessarily make the working class the revolutionary subject, and thus regarded the 
struggle of the working class for its self-emancipation as a historical contingency. This 
argument is quite absurd. 

Further analysis shows that this problem also involves the question of how to accu- 
rately understand historical materialism. In fact, by the end of the nineteenth century, 
there already emerged remarks that attacked historical materialism as economic deter- 
minism, and Engels in his later years criticized this type of remarks as ignorant of dialec- 
tics and distorting historical materialism. He stated in his letter to Bloch that “the 
determining factor in history is, in the final analysis, the production and reproduction 
of actual life. More than that was never maintained either by Marx or myself” (Engels 
[1890] 2010, 34; italics in the original). But he also expressed the idea of “resultant 
force’ for historical development, elucidating the development of human society as the 
overall result of the interaction between various factors and refuting the distorted econ- 
omic determinism of historical materialism. According to Engels, 


Political, juridical, philosophical, religious, literary, artistic, etc., development is based on 
economic development. But each of these also reacts upon the others and upon the econ- 
omic basis. This is not to say that the economic situation is the cause and that it alone is 
active while everything else is mere passive effect, but rather that there is reciprocal action 
based, in the final analysis, on economic necessity which invariably prevails. (Engels [1894] 
2010, 265; italics in the original) 


> cc 


It can be seen that Engels’s “resultant force” did not deny that economy was the basis and 
driving force which directly or indirectly or ultimately determined historical develop- 
ment, while scholars represented by Laclau and Mouffe only duplicate in a modern 
form the theories of the vulgar historical materialism which Engels already clarified. 
They attempt to dispel the class foundation of Marxism and deny the objectivity of 
the historical subject status of the working class in contemporary era, and their stand- 
point is untenable. German scholar, Werner Seppmann, correctly points out that the 
working class accounted for 88.9% of the entire employees in Germany (cited in 
Huang 2008, 20), and the US scholar Michael Zweig’s research concludes that “The 
majority of Americans are working class people” (Zweig 2000, 4). Therefore, contempor- 
ary working class still constitutes the absolute majority of the labor force in capitalist 
society, and the subject status of contemporary working class has not changed. 
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Second, contemporary working class is still the real force to realize the transformation 
towards socialism. Some scholars deny the practical explanatory power of Engels’s 
thought of the self-emancipation of the working class, arguing that with the development 
of the capitalist economy and the improvement of the living conditions of workers, con- 
temporary Western working class gradually adapts to the capitalist society, acquires the 
opportunity to ascend to the “middle class,” loses the revolutionary character and is no 
longer the subject or the only subject for realizing socialism. They propagate the idea that 
“Marxism is obsolete.” The French leftist scholar Gorz holds that contemporary working 
class’ “direct interests are also inconsistent with the rationality of socialism” (Gorz 1982, 
69), and the workers have lost the basic driving force for social transformation. José Félix 
Tezanos (1994) from Spain, Oskar Lafontaine (1994) from Germany and Herbert Mar- 
cuse (2008) from the United States contend that the class structure in contemporary 
society is more complicated, and revolutionary subjects for socialism have evolved 
from singularity to multiplicity. In the opinions of Terry Nichols Clark and Seymour 
Martin Lipset from the United States, apart from the traditional left, “another left has 
emerged in Western society, who places more and more stress on social issues instead 
of on traditional political ones...supporters of the new question are replacing those 
of the old one” (Clark and Lipset 2005, 57). Such social movements as feminist move- 
ment, ecological movement, etc., have gradually emerged and their participants are no 
longer exclusively the working class members. Therefore, the left should place less weight 
on class, unite all the groups that are discontent with the capitalist system, and stress the 
pluralization of the revolutionary subject for socialism. 

However, this idea of uniting multiple subjects, which denies or blurs the class stand 
and interests, is transient and can easily lead to ideological confusion. Practice has proven 
that the revolutionary subject who truly and completely advocate socialism and com- 
munism can only be the working class and its vanguard, while other progressive classes 
and strata are supplementary forces, fellow companions, allies or objects for united front 
of this revolution. Of course, concrete individuals of the working class and non-working 
class are mobile, whose original class nature is contingent upon the nature of their 
thoughts, political words and political actions. 

It should not be denied that influenced by bourgeois culture and education, media 
propaganda, economic and social development and global competition, “there occurred 
differentiation and fragmentation of interests within the Western working class, antag- 
onism between the working class of developed countries and that of developing 
countries, and split between local people and immigrant groups in developed countries” 
(Jiang 2015, 62), leading to the deepening of the contradictions between the working class 
of one country and the global working class and consequently the reduction of the actual 
cohesion. However, we should see that opposition between rich and poor in most Wes- 
tern capitalist countries is still very serious, driving contemporary working class and its 
vanguard to become the real main force to completely transform capitalism. Since 2010, 
in most European countries including Great Britain, France, Germany, Italy, etc., the 
bourgeoisie accounts for 10% of the population but occupies approximately 60% of 
the national wealth, while half the population possess almost nothing and the ratio of 
their national wealth is below 10%, generally not higher than 5% (Piketty 2014, 261- 
262). Currently, coronavirus is rampant all over the world, the working class 


INTERNATIONAL CRITICAL THOUGHT 13 


will bear the brunt of the suffering from this crisis, from being the only ones forced to work 
throughout this pandemic to being the ones forced out of work from the impending reces- 
sion. Our class will suffer unemployment and horrendous health care conditions while the 
rich continue to rake in their plunder.” 


In short, the basic contradictions in capitalism have not changed, workers who sell their 
labor power have always been in conflict with the capitalists, and contemporary working 
class still has the appeal for complete social transformation and is still the real force for 
realizing the transformation to socialism. 


3.3. It Is Helpful for Obtaining a Clear Vision of the Effective Way for the 
Working Class to Realize Its Self-Emancipation 


With the flow of capital on a global scale, the depth and width of the global communi- 
cation of the working class have been further enhanced. Corresponding to the develop- 
ment of contemporary international monopolistic capitalist class, globalization makes 
contemporary working class gradually possess an international character. The thought 
of the self-emancipation of the working class for which Engels devoted his whole life 
to explore is of important practical significance. 

First, to follow Engels’s guidance, we should strengthen the leadership of the political 
party of the working class. There is no doubt that the power foundation of the political 
party of contemporary Western working class lies in the working class. While great 
changes have taken place in the condition of the contemporary working class, it is still 
grouped by strata, industry and region. Therefore the political parties of the working 
class must deal appropriately with the various relationships, including those between 
blue-collar workers and white-collar workers, immigrants and non-immigrants, cities 
and rural areas, race and ethnicity, between the political parties and workers, youth 
and women, and between workers, farmers, merchants, students and the media. They 
should take as their main task the increase of party members and their policy influence, 
actively safeguard the rights of all the working people with the working class as the main 
body, effectively strike back the various rumors, slanders and containment policies 
against the political party of the working class, and give full play to the fighting power 
and appeal of the working class and its political party. 

Second, to follow Engels’s guidance, we should employ flexible ways and strategies of 
fight. Like Marx, Engels advocated two basic forms of struggle, the violent and the non- 
violent, stressing that they would depend “everywhere and at all times, on the obtaining 
historical conditions” (Marx and Engels [1872] 2010, 174). In the preface to the English 
edition of volume one of Capital written in 1886, Engels agreed that there was a great 
possibility for the English working class to acquire the political power by peaceful 
means (Engels [1886] 2010, 36). Since the Second World War, the Communist Party 
of Great Britain and communist parties of other countries have been formulating and 
implementing the party program of “peaceful transition.”* In modern times, non-violent 
peaceful measures including legitimate parliamentary struggle, protection of rights and 
interests, media propaganda, “street politics,” and so on, should be the first choice, but 
violent revolution is not denied. Especially in countries where there are large poor popu- 
lations, mountainous areas, forest areas, and gap between the rich and the poor, as well as 
revolutionary leaders with extraordinary military prowess to lead their political parties, 
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guerrilla war can be launched and armed struggle conducted when domestic and exterior 
conditions permit. For example, the Communist Party of India (Maoism) is the most 
active political party that adheres to armed struggle in the Maoist movement in South 
Asia in the twenty-first century. Currently, “the Communist Party of India (Maoism) 
and its armed forces have become the biggest enemy of the ruling class in India” 
(Wang 2012, 127). The Communist Party of Nepal grasped peacefully the state power 
by means of election on the basis of occupying 70% of the country through armed 
struggle.” These are but two instances of flexibly employing revolutionary measures 
and strategies. 

Third, to follow Engels’s guidance, we should promote various new forms of inter- 
national unity among contemporary working class and its political parties. “The future 
of world socialism depends on the effective joint action of the international working 
class” (Cheng 2012, 13-16).° Currently, under the international pattern of the neo- 
imperialism being in a dominant position, we should fully recognize the new situation 
and new project of “two systems in one globe,” i.e., the co-existence of and competition 
between capitalism and socialism, and the co-existence and co-development of the “com- 
munity of the working class” and the “community with a shared future for mankind.” 
Learning from the experiences and principles of the First International and the Second 
International under the leadership of Engels and Marx, we need to advocate a Marxist 
“new internationalism,” and further strengthen various new types of “international 
unity” and international unified front. 


Notes 


1. Lenin wrote that “Contact with Engels was undoubtedly a factor in Marx’s decision to study 
political economy, the science in which his works have produced a veritable revolution” 
(Lenin [1896] 1972, 24). 

2. Marx affirmed that Engels “arrived by another road (compare his Condition of the Working- 

Class in England) at the same result as I” (Marx [1859] 2010, 264). 

See, https://frso.org/statements/covid-19-crisis-immediate-demands-of-the-labor-movement/. 

4. The Communist Party of Great Britain set out the comparatively complete party program of 
“peaceful transition” the first time in 1951, and after three times of revision in 1957, 1968 
and 1977, a relatively complete “peaceful transition” theory came into being (see Shang 
2009, 117-121). 

5. From 2008 when Federal Democratic Republic of Nepal was founded to 2018, elections of 
prime minister were held 9 times, in which Nepalese communists served as the prime min- 
ister for 7 times. Lists of prime ministers of Federal Democratic Republic of Nepal are as 
follows: 


= 


(1) Pushpa Kamal Dahal (Prachanda), August 18, 2008-May 23, 2009, Communist Party of 
Nepal (Maoist Center) 

(2) Madhav Kumar Nepal, May 23, 2009-February 3, 2011, Communist Party of Nepal 
(Unified Marxist-Leninist) 

(3) Jhala Nath Khanal, February 3, 2011-August 29, 2011, Communist Party of Nepal 
(Unified Marxist-Leninist) 

(4) Baburam Bhattarai, August 29, 2011-March 14, 2013, Communist Party of Nepal (Mao- 
ist Center); Acting Prime Minister Khil Raj Regmi, March 14, 2013-February 11, 2014, 
Independent 

(5) Sushil Koirala, February 11, 2014-October 11, 2015, Nepali Congress 
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(6) Khadga Prasad Sharma Oli, October 11, 2015-August 4, 2016, Communist Party of 
Nepal (Unified Marxist-Leninist) 

(7) Puspa Kamal Dahal (Prachanda), August 4, 2016-June 7, 2017, Communist Party of 
Nepal (Maoist Center) 

(8) Sher Bahadur Deuba, June 7, 2017-February 15, 2018, Nepali Congress 

(9) Khadga Prasad Sharma Oli, February 15, 2018-Now, Communist Party of Nepal 
(Unified Marxist-Leninist). 


6. In this article, Cheng put forward six concrete plans for the international proletariat to rea- 
lize effective unified actions. 
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